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Light
B Epiph 1--Genesis 1:1-5, Mark 1:4-11



	Today's readings seem to me to be just right for this time, as we come off our Christmas binge and look to strip down, shed, and streamline for the beginning of a New Year, stretching its promise before us like a field of new snow.  Our passages from Genesis and Mark also feature beginnings or new beginnings.  And they, too, are stripped down to basic elements: water, air as breath, wind, or Spirit, language, darkness, and of course light, the great theme of Epiphany, the fundamental precondition of life.  In the beginning, God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light.
	These words from Genesis, and this time of year in general, got me thinking about beginnings and endings and what our faith teaches about them.  God's calling forth of light marks the very first act of the first book of the Bible.  And it turns out that light is also significantly present in the very last chapter of the last book of the Bible as well.  In the new, holy city that God will establish, the author tells us, "there will be no more night; [the people] need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light" (22:5).  Light at the beginning and light at the end--that is the promise that infuses every moment of the long, twisting, difficult tale that transpires in between.  Death is not really death.  The end is not really the end, narrowing back down into darkness and oblivion, because God created light and the light cannot be uncreated. 
	And you know, what's remarkable about this promise that hovers over the beginning and the end of our Scripture is that both of these texts were written by communities that were in crisis.  The Genesis passage comes from Israel in exile in Babylon, as the people struggled with the loss of the Promised Land and of the Temple where our all-powerful God was thought to dwell.  And Revelation was written by the Johannine community of Christians, as they suffered severe persecution in the late first century AD.  These were not secure, prosperous people gathered around a fire after a huge feast and projecting their own good times backwards to the beginning and forwards to the end.  These aren't the words, say, of King David or Solomon at the height of Israel's prosperity and power.  If they were, we might easily brush them off.  The promise would seem cheap and fragile.  Of course you thought the beginning and end were full of light.  You were lucky enough to live in a time full of light, and unimaginative enough to assume that such a time had always been and would always be.  
	No, these words, in Genesis and in Revelation, come to us out of struggle and fear, displacement and ruin.  This promise of light was discerned by two endangered communities of faith while they were in the midst of losing everything there is to lose.  This promise of light must have been so profoundly experienced, so deeply felt, that even in chaos and despair these faithful people could not forswear it. 
	In other words, this promise of light is real.  At the beginning and the end, and all throughout the way is light.  Light called forth by the word of God.  Light that is the Word of God, Jesus, who was baptized, hunted, tortured, murdered, and finally resurrected because the light shines in darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. 
	What might this mean as it reaches us where we are, struggling with our own darkness?  How might this assurance of light change the way we live with darkness?  Of course the answer to these questions is as varied as the lives into which I speak them.  But let me offer one example.
	When Nan and the kids and I were on our vacation to Puerto Rico last year, we met a woman named Sarah who told us a remarkable story.  Sarah went to college in the Indianapolis area, and in her early twenties she and a boyfriend went to the Indy 500.  At that time (and maybe still, I don't know) you could somehow drive or walk into the center of the track and tailgate or picnic there as the racecars rumbled around the outside.  So there they were, just a couple of kids with some picnic things, dozing on their blanket, when some intoxicated guy in front of them put his pickup into reverse.  Sarah said she felt a hot pressure along her face and opened her eyes to see the undercarriage of the truck passing right over her.  It caught her boyfriend and dragged him along.  She leapt up screaming.  Then time started to smear.  Sarah remembered ambulance lights and a moment in the ER when she told a nurse that the truck had run over her face, and the nurse didn't believe her until she looked more carefully and saw the tire treads along the side of Sarah's head.
	Eventually, both Sarah and the boy recovered.  But what she took from this experience of darkness was a sense of perspective, rare at any age but especially at 22, an abiding realization of what really matters in life and what does not.  She discovered a sense, also, of being held and protected by God.  And it wasn't just about the luck of surviving.  She was convinced that even in the darkest scenarios, even if she had been killed by the truck that was less than an inch from crushing her skull beneath its tires, God's light was present to her.  And this conviction inspired her to become a therapist, and try to share that light with one of the most wounded, difficult-to-heal groups of people: abusive men who were trying to learn not to abuse.  When we met her she was finishing up a book of those men's stories, tentatively titled Unclenching Our Fists.  Why?  Because in a moment of deep crisis she experienced the presence of God's light, light before her, light behind her, light all around her, light from the very beginning to the very end.
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